APM vs. Observability: Demystifying 
OpenTelemetry and the Role of Telemetry in 
Observability 


In the ever-evolving landscape of software development and operations, the 
concepts of Application Performance Monitoring (APM) and observability play 
crucial roles in ensuring the reliability, performance, and scalability of modern 
applications. In this guide, we'll delve into the differences between APM vs 
observability, explore the fundamentals of OpenTelemetry, and discuss the 
importance of telemetry in observability. 


APM vs. Observability: Understanding the Differences 


APM and observability are often used interchangeably, but they represent distinct 
approaches to monitoring and troubleshooting applications. 


1. APM: APM focuses on monitoring the performance and availability of 
applications from predefined metrics like response times, error rates, and 
throughput. It provides insights into the health of applications and helps 
diagnose performance issues. 

2. Observability: Observability is a broader concept that encompasses the ability 
to understand the internal state of a system based on its external outputs. It 
includes metrics, logs, and traces, providing a more comprehensive view of 
application behavior and performance. 


Key Differences 


e Scope: APM focuses on predefined metrics, while observability includes a 
wider range of telemetry data. 

e Flexibility: Observability provides more flexibility in the types of data that can 
be collected and analyzed. 

e Diagnosis: APM is more focused on diagnosing performance issues based on 
predefined metrics, while observability enables more proactive and 
comprehensive troubleshooting. 


What is OpenTelemetry? 


OpenTelemetry is an open-source project that provides a set of APIs, libraries, 
agents, and instrumentation to enable observability in applications. It allows 
developers to instrument their applications to generate and collect telemetry data, 
including traces, metrics, and logs. 


Key Components of OpenTelemetry 


e SDKs (Software Development Kits): SDKs are libraries that developers can use 
to instrument their applications. 

e Exporters: Exporters allow telemetry data to be exported to various 
monitoring systems and data stores. 

e Instrumentation Libraries: Instrumentation libraries provide pre-built 
instrumentation for common libraries and frameworks. 


OpenTelemetry enables developers to gain deep insights into their applications’ 
performance and behavior, helping them optimize performance, detect and diagnose 
issues, and improve reliability. 


Observability Telemetry: The Backbone of Observability 


Telemetry refers to the process of collecting and transmitting data from a system. In 
the context of observability, telemetry data includes metrics, logs, and traces, which 
provide insights into the behavior and performance of applications. 


Key Aspects of Observability Telemetry 


e Metrics: Metrics are quantitative measurements of system behavior, such as 
response times, error rates, and throughput. 

e Logs: Logs are records of events that occur within a system, including errors, 
warnings, and informational messages. 

e Traces: Traces are records of the paths that requests take as they traverse 
through a distributed system, providing visibility into request flows and 
dependencies. 


Telemetry is essential for observability, as it enables teams to monitor and analyze 
the behavior of their systems, detect issues, and optimize performance. 


Conclusion 


In conclusion, APM and observability are essential components of modern 
application monitoring and troubleshooting strategies. OpenTelemetry, with its 
comprehensive set of tools and libraries, empowers developers to instrument their 
applications for observability, enabling them to gain deep insights into performance 
and behavior. Telemetry, as the backbone of observability, provides the data 
necessary to monitor, analyze, and optimize the performance and reliability of 
applications. 


